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Today many college and high achool English teadherseare

going back to the basics to ‘help their students attalr needed

: w;ltlng and comprehen51on skills. A parallel development is
qvan'increaeing ihterest in the teachlng}of 01d English hlterature~
:dn translatioh"atthoth the hiéh’school”aﬁd"college levele.~~Iu
'.would 11ke to tell you about ny experrences 1n teachlng Beowulf
i . ,.«’g N .
in translatlon at the U.S. Alr Force Academy and at Georgla
-College. By sharlng thls 1nformatlon; I hope to glve.you some
. ideas on how you might use Beowulf and other 01d Engllsh lltera;
ture in soﬁe new teachihé areas. i “ - e !
One advantage my colleagues and had at the Acadeny was
that couree*requirements were ;arge;yrpreecribed. Another was
that-our étudente were high achievers. For example, our,cadets'
‘comp031te average of about 560 on - the Engllsh porthun of thei“
'SAT pegged them some 125,5;1nts above the average 435 scored by

about one mllllon Amerl an hrgh school senlors who graduated ln

1975. " In shprt, we had a captlve student body,‘and our studean‘
had a hlgher aptltude for wrltlng and foz underatand;ng‘lltera-‘:‘e

. than thelr respectlve year-groups at most'other colleges or

universities. Although these thlngs“w1ll'haveeto be.kept in:

~

;e*mind when I tell you what we did w1th Beowulf at” the Air Force

: - L .
fAcademy, I am coEV1nced that an. enthuslastlc, flexrble approach

';and careful selectlon of translatlonsrwould make a study of
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7 Beowulf worthwhile in bcth high school and college, and for a
variety of students.?t
In one Academy freShman course I used-Beowulf as the eubject

;of a *welvealeabon block culmlnatlng in a research ‘paper of 1,500,
{. ‘ to 2 000 words complete w1th notes and bibllography. I usually -

tarted by analyzlng the openlng of Gene8157 and The Lord"s Pr&v—

er 3 : kwo =elett1ons well encugh known in Modern Engllsh and ccu-ut

7Vta1n1ng enough cognates to make them qulte useful in glVlng the R

~

'students a feellng'for the languege, its orthography, and perhapé"
~ﬂ"more 1mpcrtant to dlspel their fears early on. Aftervtrenty or
“thlrty minutes of WO klng through these selvctlonﬂ--and by all
}ueuns have each of your students read some of the oid Engllsh |

1'aloud-—your knowledge and rest for tne subject can. make the lang-

j; : uage come to 11fe. Ybur dmscu851on of 01d Englleh prosody should
L be sxmple encuqh to glve your students a good sense cf the ma30r-~~5~¥

: uvfeatures of alilteratlve verse,4 and be sure to g;ve your stu- ,
~dents a- bibllography carefully geared to thelr educaflcnal 1evel 5

it

I found 1 had to set up a reserve shelf of ny own prlvate crltl—

:cal books untll the Academy llbrary stocked ‘what was needed~ I

had the same problem at GEO“gld COlnge until I ordered addltlonal ; f
. /,

~t1t1es for .our library.

tft*?,w~", when you use Beowulf or other old. EnglJeh works in translatlon

,'1n A fresnman course you 11 enjoy 1t, cause such an approach has~

-

‘”1a pumber‘of th;ng35901ng_for ;t. Flrst, freehmen{ere opeu to new .-
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\i!";rldeas, and they expect college to be demandlng. Further, hlgh
schcql class 1dent1ty is gone, helllonlsm lies dormant, and you

i Can?glve yourfapprehen51ve young people a new unity of 1deas and

purpose. Freshmen are also inclined to think their nrofesscr

knows what he or she 1; d01ng untll we prove otherw;se~-they also;

tend tg ste;eotype on little data, so whereas first day fogglness'

in class ﬁn your part is fatal, a’gcod firet day:ihpression will

:
H [

set the Eone for your entire course. And‘in'thisvapproach,
'ggggglglis,not an enddin itself-~the student sbonirealiaes he or
- she must know’Bechlf-well,'or the paper will be a flop. Another
advantage'is‘thab.a number'ofﬂyoﬁr students.will.never have even
heard of Beowulf before, so they can approach the poem with cpen
”'_mlnds. For example, 1n one class my students felt that each of thed
°vhero '8 three flghts 1ncreases 1n‘1nterest and in threat to Beowulf.t

jff~w—mrhey-31mply don t agree- W1th scholars who . read_the poem as, belng

:weak-centered, w1th the second battle less terrlble than the flrat

i because Grendel's mother is a female. ‘As one young man put it,

- leven in football an away game 1a.tougher than a home game--a

1

37;spooky mere is not a hall. And there s somethlng unnatarally

<

'frlghtenlng for the male who flghts to the death w1th a female,.‘ R

/

5q;a é for us who read.about it.

Not that many scholars haven t agreed on thlS(v1ew of the iﬁf”&;

Ll £
£ Lol
v
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?f-; call education. . Were I to assign my“fresﬁmen a paper on legali-

zation of marijuana, abortion, or capital punishment-—yon‘ve

‘had the experiehce——l fear the papers wonid read much alike;

‘they would bc no more free from priox- oplnton -than .an Arab shelkn
et an OPEC conference. But pcint these young people ‘at Beowulr, .

Maldon, Exodus, The Dream of the Rood, and other Old Engllsh

U

llterature in translatlon, and you rarely get a stock response. .

They are on the whole aware. perceptlve readers 1f glven half the :4ff-

- : . o .

chance, and respond to such works naturally.

What else will you discover when you use Beowulf w1th fresh—-lb
men? ﬁFirst, the sheer necessity of making or finding suitable -
/o teaching aids impresses’your students by showing that-you care
\\_’///ebout them and about.the course. - Tallorlng your materlal to

your partlcular class puts the ball in your students'\court-- .

~ 4

. _the next move~1s thelrs. In my freshman course my tone is con~ .

\ T N . T - T -

, \ .
_ versatlonal, my lnstructlons very clear, if not aownrlght dlc— °,

tatorial. -Tone, of course, must be adapted-to'thewpartlcular'
student audience,fbut clarity}is still essential; Some educetors.l
‘hevefrecently had mnchlsucceSs:with contrect Qradingy'yonr inf;i
" ‘structions .to your students‘ere aekind of'contrect. When you're

ciear.about what you want‘and'when-yOuiwent it}rthere;is usually‘.u

)

P‘

‘51ittie;room’for student misuﬁ@erstanding.

R

Now theseyare simple things, but I;apparently forgot sonerf

'Lfof;themfsomeﬁhere_along'tpe'line.; Another thing I had”apperentlys\f;U




£

) really’trying to do--to help my students with their writing.-

e Puso--5 -

forgotten ‘was to analjze my audience. I found I simply couldn't

use a graduate approach when dealing w1th undergr aduates. When‘

I flrst began teachlng 01d English in translatlon, I taught so

far over my stuuents ‘heads that it was llke delivering a pint of’

‘ milk to zomeone's door in a freight train--both inefficient and

overwheLming;. I soon found that I. could set reasonably high 73.

standards; I by no means had to teach "down" to my students, but
_ I.had always to remember that they were freshmen, not“graduatgr

fstudents. Another thing I had to learn was not to let my enthusiasm

for Beowulf take me along paths that diverted me from what I was

As I've mentloned, there are many other 0ld English works B

you can use -as subjects for- student research reports besldes

1Beowu1f. And you can use them as subjects for papers, short essays,
AN

\

paragraphs. or sentences. Charles Kennedy -8 thologz of 01d ngliah

Poetrg,'stlll in prlnt and still a- barga1n—at_$2e95+rproy;des about )

170 pages of -solid, multl—genre translatlons.GA I once got an

'wxlnterestlng paper of about 1, 000 words comparlng'and contrastlng

¢

ig the 01d EngllSh battle’ poems witch the poetry of Rupert Broo}, and

. -
i

_j;General George Patton. The strmulus for tbe student 8 1dea was th

" t‘_;y enjoyment of the movie, Patton, and thls enaoyment naturally tranS" :

e v o e

fferred to hlS paper. Ybu i1 flnd that many Old Engllsh poems are‘

. a

,relevant to your students' other 1nterests.ﬁ Capltallze on thlS' uf_«f

/

Jwe must not confuse prostltutlon of values~-"cater1ng“'to our,f;(:f*'




. out”of nine for the humanities is not a bBad return for 'an invest-

. : L ;
mthat exposure to Beowulf can turn frogs into princes//but if a-

~’f ' - Tuso--6

" students' interests--with sound pedagogy. You can teach in a

" vacuum, but both you and your students will suffocate. You can

bet that if»there were'an Old‘English work on great white sharks -

L

or giant gorillas I d have my students read it- but have. you ever

read the Liber'Monstroium (Book of Monsters)? That Wlll do the

" job. And how is the comitatus like and unlike the “family," Hrothgar'_

llke and unlike Don Co leone° The subjects of my students papers -

have been llmited only by my students imagination and by my own’

N\

ability to guide and approve their chOice‘of topics.

How successful was this approachvat the Air Force Academy?'
Tp-begin‘with,gthe researchQPapers were_generally toonotch,,even
in the estimation of outside readers. I also- found that the
reasonable number of secondary works available on Beowulf, the
Riddles, or other Old English works: gave my students manageable
limits within which to conduct their research.' |

At the'Academy we were4a130'able toieipose,fifty toaseventY—~

five freshmen a year to Beowulf With, believe it or not, ensuingly

"increased interest in our'humarities magor. 4For example, four

¢

cadets who graduated in June 1976 were from among a group of thirty-

six who studied Beowulf with me~in‘their freshman year. Thesetfour
- ] Iy o .
o

were humanities majors. At a professionally-oriented school, one

.

- ment made in the freshman year. I'm not'so naive,as'to,suppose

/
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potential for the humanities is hiding somewhere in a student's
. psyche, Beowulf is the»kind of great work that can'hel; briné it

" out. I wouldn't hesitate using_Beowulf at any other techno-

- logically-oriented er junior eollege;-based on my Academy experiencet

At Air,EQrce we also used Beowulf and the Kennedy'Anthology ‘
in our English literature survey course--the large anthologles T
.glve old Engllsh short shrlft--and need bolsterlng w1th Kennedy

or simiLar works. Beowulf in translation also worked especially

well in our classics course, along with the“Prose Edda, and had

.no%trouble holding its own against the- Odyssey, Aeneid, or Don

Quixote. 1In fact, many of the students were especially taken

4
[S.

w1th Germanlc and Nordlc myths, and couldn't understand why they——‘
hadn t read them in h;gh school along with the Greek and Roman,
espec1a11y 51nce we as a nation sprlng largely from Anglo-Saxon

roots. I leave 1t to:hlgh school<Engllsh departments to answer
that one. —
*“f‘Prbbablyaourmmostmsuccessful,innevation'in>$ea9hln§\3eewulf

. T

in'translation at the Air Force Academy was in our senior course,

Values in Western World therature.' In this course.we used?Jqseph,

Wood Krutch's. The Modern Temper ,as-a reader for the,range”of va~-

o

‘1ues we examlned in such works as Crlme and Punlshment, Candlde,

'd'ﬁshaw's qt. Joan, and Faulkner”s Relvers. I myself always began ”f3

’{ffﬁ~?the course w1th dlscusslon of Krutch s chapter “The Paradox of -

i

'fﬁHumanlsm," follcwed 1mmed1ately by flve lessons on Beowulf and f*{ ?ﬁ‘f
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three on John Gardner's novel,‘Grendel. These two works—fone
from the.heroic age, one from the contemporary-—support"each other~
. beautifully and set up a useful.contrast between what(I call the

- 'f'God—'nian“. and the "clod-man," the hero and the anti-hero. This

~—

_ didhotoﬁ?‘se;ved well throuchout the semester as we discussed'other :

such antithetical concepts as honesty and deceit; hope and despair,'

or anlmalIstlx sex versus the subllmatlon of love-—and Krutdh has a -

provocatlve chapter on love, too. (YOu could use a s1m11ar approadh :

S bw1th hlgn school seniors, but I must rate Gardner s Grendel PG and-

.7 \:\

.suggest you not use it unless you' have an enllghtened school board. )

Once agaln thé students'’ natural responses came into play
as ‘we analyzed theme, character, poetic devicesi plot and sub-

plot,7and-came up with a view of Anglo-5axon values. Hrothgar's
3 L

e - O

weeplng at Beowulf s departure and nglaf S. mournlng the death of

<his lord——her01c-age flgures unabashedly 1n tears—-was somethlng

o,

'I hadn t consc10usly noted in Beowulf flve or ten years ago. I

tended rather to v1ew the Anglo—Saxon enotlonal stance in the

L

stereotype of the Brltlsh Stlff upper llp of two great world wars—---

"through a"Hemlngwayesque stoical fllter. A student p01nted out S

- - #

€

the weeplng to me a few years ago—-I should have pald more

Lo . T ,‘/

attentlon to it myself, but I hadn t. I learn more about Beowulf

- -

v-,and olad Engllsh lltelature every tlme I teach 1t in translatlon,

d much of what I learn comes dlrectly from my students.

e \ A . . . ¢

Our Academy values course also featured two progects, wrltten,

,10:
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or in another medium, and it's psycholog1ca1ly 1mportant to call

them,&projects,fjnot "papers,” for as we all know, "papers" are

hard to do and boring. These projects received grades of Honors,
P . ) .

e

Pasé?ﬂor Fail, and a failing project had to be redone until
acceptableai Iif a student did Honors work 1n Pro;ect Cne, he was
then ellglble to work in painting, sculpture, montage, or some

other medium for Project Two. upon approval of a written proposal.

For the first time oneﬁepring'l'found out‘what Beowulf looks like,

a cross between John Wayne, Roosevelt Grier, and Rudolf Nureyev.

.One of my studénte spent twenty-five to thirty héurs in]our'art

studio doing his first'oii painting. Another cadet worked up
cGrendel s grlp from clawtlps to shoulder sinews and baked it in
ceramics.’ Reachlng up at you out of a tableV =it 8 qulte strlklng.

other students wrote poems, short stories,ror one-act plays on
_Beowulflan motifs. v | S
The last time I taught the course, six out of elght stu-~

dents- d01ng non-written pro:ects gave me - Beowulf—related artlfacts.

- Some of these young people~were perhaps caterlng to my spec1a1

1ntérests for a grade, but I dldn t care. The quallty was goodff

,and I dldn t grade our creatlve projects- anyway-—our fine artg ,

¥¢->’~ man dld. You might w1sh to try ‘the ProifCt approach w1th your

AR m

students on Beowulf or other works. When you ‘do, call on faculty . |
;,.-- (,' ) /

=" AP :
umembers 1n the art or mu31c departments to asslst Wlth plannlng -

st : ! "\..‘Vm-d

TR T

ilandrgradlng. Thls works very weli 1n those higb schools where 3

e
. Qﬂ B

[V . - o 5 Gy
. . g
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‘faculty menbe rs often work fsqeﬁ;ér’;éﬁywy ;_and” isan-excellent— .
way to prccead interdisciplinarily.in the junior college, college:

or university. Some of your stodgier, la;ier colleagues might

.object to such non-written projects, but you can prove themférong

by the quaiity of workvyou receive;i It's also.ﬁorthWh;}e'to;dis-

. =

play the progects somewhere,;say in the llbrary, and in" high

,sehool you might w1sh to award 51mp1e r;bbon prlzes for the best

\ < . - et
thrée projects in various categorles. A.flnal note—ﬁmake sure -

-

each student submlts an expllcatlon of about 150 words w1th hls-

-]

or her projectf‘ This will satlsfy the stodgy that there is 1ndeed -

rsoﬁe_writing going on in your course, but more importantly Lt.lS

s
’

a~worthwh11e assignment. Itrmakes'the student careful in planning
and executlng his progect, knOWLng he' ll have to expllcate it, and

the explications themselves are normally 1nterest1ng,_well—wrltten,
. and self-analytically perceptive.

, It is of course the sentence, not the solaas, the ideas,.

'attitudes, and moral outlooks 1n Beowulf that you'll stress in -
. '\ ’ < k « 1.
“[fsuch course, ‘but enjoyment w1ll Stlll abound. In fact,’the

. o
o last_time»I taught‘the»course thlrtyjflve ‘out of my thirty-eight

Vostudents;said they haéyvery much enjoyed‘Beowulf's sheer ad-
o "vaenture. Duriné‘cia;;:one day I was_theorizingyabout thelappar?'
Jkﬁent decline{of the hero§c$i§»COntemporary lire and asked who
Q}itoday mlght be a. modern Beowulf- a hand shot up and. a student |

) &
.Qvolunteered "Judge Slrlca.ﬂ A pretty thoughtful response.flgor4

312 . ,msmyw;;; L e E
e R L R
y L :
.




'ment:bf-works.read,durln« ' :rg.and for many 1t‘was theire
" - . [ K o .

ff vorlte work

More and more studen ,.parents;ﬁand5adminisfraters are

tgqﬁlllng for values courses llke thlS these'days.c If you

e i

'have one, crank“bne up.* We Engllsh teachers have been deallngg n

L
'human values for years, and now Ehat What w do.,

ERI!
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If Beov\rulf worked mJ.dst ‘th whir: ’6f~'fchh1'p'ute:r‘:sf

5
b
¢

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




‘llked evea more. Old and Mlddle Engllsh in the orlglnal so next

-

we';l examine from the é01nt of- vmew of 1anguage.}

.]as Ht ShOUld. will b elnforC1ng the overall courqe dbjechlves.:ﬁ"

',.... . ﬁ

Another are +he plan to use. Beowulf 1n translat:on at

Georgla COllege 1s in AdulE Educatlon.-”hn a series of evenlng

nts
/

and move 1nto "Beowulf——A Germanlc-chrlstlaniChfiét-Type, fol~1

ERI!

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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'p~etatlon exerC1ses 1n speech classes. I m merely 'uggestlng

'sophomore values courses and 1n a- freshman comp031tlon course

fww1th somewhat 1ess glfted students than *zd at the Acad y,_and

\

?‘with consequently shorte wrltlng assignm@~ z.g\The opportunities

‘1tror teaculng Beowulf and other Dld Englls} «rks 1n transiatlon

fare 11m1ted only by our own 1mag1nat1on“and clrcumstance -Those

i,

ucatrpn wor 1d‘do WﬁAl to start




L o , - S
candlaates;thls summer to prepare her to teach 01d Engllsh 1n:;
. ttans1ation in hlgh school 1_..'»f “u? f1".;vi<wf ;

If you get 1nvolved 1n this klnd of teachlng, you 11 enjoy ‘” fiaw

R

arrange w1th a'-f”‘"'

To prepare yourself 1f you feel unquallfled,

and begxn teachlng._af

'J:standlng vergp or prose translatlons of'_gg__4§

-~

fiIt s as 31mp1e as that ' 'f;gﬂ

. -yﬁ;,,_ .
o < '
¢ K W
o~ R ;
- "
'

e o
%
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